IV

THE state of my aunt's liver was sufficient excuse for a
trip to Vichy with my uncle, who made it clear to me
that he hoped, on his return, to find the house swept
and garnished. Augustin had, once and for all, excluded the
pair of them from his own particular world, and did not even
notice their absence. He seemed to be not even aware of my
melancholy, though at one time it would have aroused his
affectionate concern. All that rose for him from the waves was
the one and only Florence. Nothing mattered to him now but
a young girl, standing with her head leaning slightly towards
him, against a background of dunes and flights of gulls which
filled the seaside sky with snow.
All the same, my friend devoted his mornings to me. At ten
o'clock Florence, regularly splashing about in the water at the
bottom of the terrace, dripping wet and cupping her mouth with
her hands, would call to us to join her. At this invitation, Augus-
tin took to his heels and led me as far as possible from the sea,
into the stifling pine-woods where the sand was so hot that it
burned our feet through our espadrilles. In a turmoil of flies
and cicadas he walked, as though made drunk by sunlight and
finding only irritation in my moans. He was dreaming at such
times of lands where an insupportable and atrocious heat would
lay him prostrate and suck all ardour from him. Back from
these expeditions, he would sit sweating at the table, his hair
all tousled and his shirt unbuttoned, as though offering his
young and heaving chest as a target to the blows of that most
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